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REAL FUNDAMENTALS 
of CHRISTIANITY 



THERE is sound evidence that, after a 
period of neglect of theoretical and 
theological questions, Christian people are 
once more beginning to realize the truth of 
Emanuel Swedenborg's statement that 
"The Church is according to its doctrine." 
One of the leading religious periodicals in 
a recent issue speaks disparagingly of those 
who say that "beliefs are not important" 
and who urge the churches to forget them 
and unite in works of social service. It con- 
tinues : "Soon something about it breaks. 
We have the experience repeatedly of see- 
ing the old questions of God, Life, Destiny, 
Salvation come back. They will not down." 
The bitter warfare between so-called Fund- 
amentalists and Modernists in all the 
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churches is supreme evidence that the at- 
tempt to ignore beliefs has been a failure. 

On the whole this is something to be 
thankful for. While it would be a grievous 
tragedy for the churches to go back to the 
old mistake of giving Tightness of belief 
supremacy over right living, it must none 
the less always be true of man that "as he 
thinketh in his heart, so is he." Belief (as 
distinct from mere profession) may not be 
the substance of which character is built, 
but nevertheless it decides the form that 
character will take. No man can possibly 
be better than his ideals, and if these be 
false his character will be proportionately 
misshapen. But ideals are beliefs, and are 
formed from our fundamental thoughts 
about religion. It is right, therefore, to as- 
sert, as do the Fundamentalists, that the 
basic ideas and beliefs of Christianity can- 
not be lost without disaster to the Christian 
Church and to the world. 

But what are these fundamentals? Have 
there been, at least until fairly recently, 
broad, basic principles upon which Chris- 

[8] 



OF CHRISTIANITY 



tian thinking rested, and about which 
Christians, though they might have differ- 
ences in regard to minor matters, were sub- 
stantially agreed? And if so, have these 
principles been truly Christian? Have 
they expressed what Jesus Christ Himself 
taught, or have they represented a pro- 
gressively evolved tradition which not only 
added to and expanded the real teaching of 
Jesus, but in certain instances quite defi- 
nitely contradicted it? 

It is on this last point that we believe the 
New Church can make an illuminating 
contribution to the controversy. The doc- 
trines made known (as it holds) not by but 
through Emanuel Swedenborg accept 
Christ's teaching unequivocally as the basis 
and the starting point of Christian think- 
ing. They maintain only that His teaching 
has been overlaid with wrong interpreta- 
tions, and that thus traditional Christianity 
ceased long ago to represent its Founder 
truly. Hence this Church holds that the 
right way to know the fundamentals of 
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Christianity is not to consider what men in 
the past have thought Christ's teaching 
meant, but to examine that teaching in its 
own light, and in the light of the reason 
which God gives to all men who sincerely 
want to know His truth. 

But what are the accepted and traditional 
"fundamentals," and wherein are they at 
variance with real Christianity? A state- 
ment has been drawn up by a group of the 
Fundamentalist leaders, including repre- 
sentatives of the Moody Bible Institute of 
Chicago, the Wylie School of Bible Train- 
ing of New York and others, in which 
Fundamentalism and Modernism are op- 
posed in parallel columns. The beliefs 
which the statement credits to the Mod- 
ernists might arouse controversy indeed, 
Modernism is so highly individualistic that 
it would be hard to obtain full agreement 
among its. adherents upon any statement, 
but the asserted "fundamentals" do seem 
to us to express a fairly true view of tra- 
ditional Christianity, Catholic and Protes- 
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tant alike. For, as the Fundamentalists 
admit, they "have more in common with 
Roman Catholics than they have with Lib- 
erals." It may accordingly be useful to 
examine the Fundamentalist statement in 
detail. 



(1.) The first article of the Fundamen- 
talist platform is that "The Bible is the 
Word of God" (as opposed to the Modern- 
ist view that it "contains the Word of 
God"). This statement, from the New- 
Church point of view, is unassailable. Jesus 
said, "The words that I speak unto you, they 
are spirit, and they are life." Swedenborg 
says that "The Holy Scripture or Word is 
Divine Truth itself," and that "By means 
of the sense of the letter of the Word there 
is conjunction with the Lord and association 
with the angels." 

But when we say, "The Bible is the Word 
of God," what do we mean? The Funda- 
mentalist says he means that the Word is 
"literally infallible" by which he implies 
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that every statement in it may be taken liter- 
ally and is literally true. The world actu- 
ally was created in six days ; Joshua really 
made the sun and moon stand still, and so 
on. The important difficulty with such a 
position is not that it is scientifically inac- 
curate, but that it is logically untenable. 
Scientific teaching, however fully it may 
seem to have been demonstrated, remains 
always questionable. There may have been 
wrong conclusions from phenomena ob- 
served, or these themselves may have been 
incomplete. But no sane man can believe 
or assert that two contradictory statements 
are both literally true, and the Bible con- 
tradicts itself repeatedly. Thus in a single 
chapter of the first book of Samuel (chap- 
ter xv) we have the directly conflicting 
statements: "He is not a man that he 
should repent" (verse 29), and "The Lord 
repented that He had made Saul king over 
Israel" (verse 35). Nor are the contradic- 
tions confined to mere words. Parts of the 
Bible tell us of a God who is pure Love, 
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who "is kind to the unthankful and to the 
evil," while others picture Him as "angry 
with the wicked every day." When, there- 
fore, a man says he believes the Bible liter- 
ally, he can mean only that he accepts 
literally those portions of it which fit in 
with his predilections and his preconceived 
ideas. 

Belief in the literal infallibility of Scrip- 
ture is not a real Christian fundamental at 
all. There is not a shred of evidence that 
the Bible itself ever makes any such claim. 
Externally the Bible may be history in cer- 
tain portions, but it is also legend, parable, 
drama, poetry practically every form of 
literature known to man. To base belief in 
Jonah, for example, on the book's historic 
veridicity is as unwarranted and insincere 
as to judge Hamlet's literary value by the 
fact of its hero's having been an actual char- 
acter. Jesus Himself not only made no 
statement that the Scriptures were infall- 
ible; He continually modified and cor- 
rected them. Take for example the reiter- 
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ated contrasts in the Sermon on the Mount : 
"Ye have heard that it was said by them of 
old time," .... "but I say unto you." Or 
take His statement in regard to Moses' 
teaching on divorce His explanation of 
the ethical imperfection of the literal com- 
mand "For the hardness of your heart he 
wrote you this precept." 

Just because it is the Word of God, the 
Divine Scripture is not planned primarily 
to teach science, history, or even morals. It 
is given to provide the spiritual principles 
underlying life's externals to show, not in 
what form, but in what spirit man should 
live. Hence in each period it takes the 
point of view on outward things then cur- 
rent, and seeks to infuse in men who hold 
that point of view a higher and more 
spiritual purpose. Like Jesus, it speaks to 
the multitudes in parables, the inner mean- 
ings of which may be studied for long ages 
yet to come. One of the supreme contribu- 
tions of Emanuel Swedenborg to religious 
thinking was his revelation of the fact that 
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the parabolic character of Scripture is not 
casual or arbitrary, but is based on fixed 
laws of symbolism which inhere in the 
nature of the universe and of man. The 
Bible's symbolism may thus be the subject 
of exact and scientific study, and such study 
reveals within and behind literal inconsis- 
tencies a "continuous spiritual sense" or 
meaning, perfectly consistent from the first 
book of Genesis to the last of Revelation. 
On the recognition of this fact, not on blind 
faith or dogmatic assertion, hangs the pres- 
ervation of belief in the Bible as the ver- 
itable Word of God. 

(2.) It is asserted as a second funda- 
mental that "Jesus Christ is the Son of God 
in a sense in which no other is." Here our 
good Fundamentalist friends are right, but 
have not carried their idea to its conclusion. 
Jesus was, as He claimed to be, the Son of 
God, but for that very reason He was and 
is God Himself. Infinity can never be 
divided. How, then, can God who is in- 
finite bestow part of His infinity upon an- 
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other Being? To think this is to hold the 
illogical and anti-Scriptural idea of two 
gods to step back, as Mohammedans say 
the Christians have, from monotheism to 
polytheism. 

"I, even I, am God and beside me there 
is no Savior." It was the Supreme God 
Himself who came into the world as Jesus 
Christ, who lived man's life as a man that 
He might meet all our difficulties and over- 
come them. From His human mother He 
put on a human nature, and along with it a . 
consciousness which was for the time being 
separate from His infinite one. In this He 
fought our battles and won His great vic- 
tory for us. By meeting every human issue 
in a Divine way He gradually put off all 
the finite elements of His inheritance, till at 
last He became consciously the God He had 
been all along unconsciously, and could say 
as no one but God or a madman would 
dare say "All power is given unto me, in 
heaven and on earth." 
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(3.) It follows from this that the New 
Church accepts Without reservation the 
third fundamental, that "The birth of Jesus 
was supernatural" But "supernatural" 
does not mean un-natural. None of nature's 
laws were violated in the birth of Jesus 
without any human father. Nature's laws, 
indeed, cannot be violated, for they are the 
laws of God Himself. The birth of Jesus 
may be called "miraculous," if we take St. 
Augustine's old definition of a miracle as 
"an act or effect going far beyond human 
knowledge but not against the laws of 
God." And it is only a very shallow scien- 
tist who will say nowadays that anything is 
impossible except that law shall be violated. 

We know at least one law that would be 
violated if we took Jesus Christ to be the son 
of Joseph the law of heredity. That the 
great Leader and Teacher of mankind 
should have been the son of those whom 
certain Modernists assert to have been His 
parents is beyond reasonable credence; it 
would be if anything a greater miracle than 
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the Virgin Birth itself. Moreover, to assert 
this is to rob His life of its central and 
eternal meaning and to reduce His religion 
to the level of Buddhism or Confucianism. 
The man who can discern no fundamental 
difference between Jesus Christ and Buddha 
has let theory rob him of his spiritual in- 
sight beyond the point where one can profit- 
ably argue with him. Jesus Christ's Deity 
is something logic cannot prove or dis- 
prove; millions of souls who have experi- 
enced His love and power offer the only 
evidence that, in a case like this, is worth 
considering. Multitudes of lives have felt 
the influence of Buddha's teaching, but to 
whose soul has Buddha the man, not the 
teaching brought new birth and a remade 
and rejuvenated life? 

(4.) "The death of Jesus," say the 
Fundamentalists, "was expiatory" Again 
we ask what they mean. Where in the 
Gospels can we find a hint of the vengeful 
Deity whose wrath against His creatures 
found an outlet in inflicting suffering and 
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death upon His only Son? The thought is 
so utterly monstrous such a blasphemy 
against all Jesus ever taught about the 
Heavenly Father that one only wonders 
how it ever could have been imported into 
a religion so uncongenial to it as Chris- 
tianity. Paul knew better. He said, "God 
was in Christ, reconciling the world unto 
Himself." 

God put on human nature so that He 
might meet and overcome all the spiritual 
foes of man both the whole body of false 
and selfish thinking which the ages had 
developed, and the force of all evil person- 
alities in this world and in that of the "de- 
parted." He had to become man before He 
could do this, because in His Proper Person 
He was unassailable by evil. Through the 
human personality He took on from Mary 
every phase of evil could and did attack 
Him, and was overthrown. As a result of 
this He gained a new means to help and 
save whoever seeks His aid. His death 
upon the Cross was not the primary object 
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of His coming, but the carrying of that 
object to its logical conclusion complete 
self-f orgetfulness ; the conquest of the last 
surviving trace of selfishness in His in- 
herited humanity. With this His human 
nature as such perished, and its place was 
taken by a Divine Human Nature, one in 
consciousness with God and the sole right- 
ful object of all Christian love and worship. 
(5.) Man, so the Scriptures say, was 
made "in God's image and according to His 
likeness"; but they do not tell us except 
figuratively how creation was accom- 
plished. The Fundamentalists say, "Man is 
the product of special creation" deprecat- 
ing the idea of evolution. The New 
Church says that man is the purpose of the 
universe. All that is, is in order that God 
may have beings whom He may love and 
who may be united with Him by returning 
His love. As it is put by Swedenborg, "The 
Divine Providence has as its end a heaven 
from the human race." Man is a spirit, 
but, during his life on earth, that spirit 
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dwells within an earthly body fashioned 
from the substance of the material world. 
In just what way this body was prepared for 
him, whether at once or by a gradual 
process such as that now known as evolu- 
tion, it is not the function of religion to re- 
veal. God's working in the world of matter 
may be traced and should be traced by 
studying that world. All we know from re- 
ligion is that He moves always in due order, 
building from the lower to the higher. As 
to the material facts of evolution, the 
Church has no right to dogmatize. Should 
the truth of these facts, however, be estab- 
lished, as most educated people think it has 
been, there is nothing in it to shake faith in 
God or His creation. 

(6.) "Man is a sinner, fallen from orig- 
inal righteousness, and, apart from God's 
redeeming grace, is hopelessly lost." This, 
the sixth "fundamental," rightly inter- 
preted, is a true statement. God, desiring 
man to love Him, could not gain that love 
except by giving man free will; for love 
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must be free or it is not love at all. But 
man, possessing free will, had the power to 
refuse to return God's love, and did refuse. 
Sin came because man preferred self-reli- 
ance to the recognition of his life as God's 
gift. But since without God man could not 
even live at all, still less live as God wills 
he should, he certainly is "lost" without 
God's grace. And this the more because, 
while sin and guilt can never be inherited, 
a tendency to evil can be ; and man now in- 
herits tendencies to evil from all his innu- 
merable ancestors. To balance this, God 
put and keeps in man a "better nature" or a 
tendency to goodness, whereby each man's 
freedom to choose between good and evil is 
maintained. This "better nature" is not 
part of man, however; it is God within him, 
and man of himself is wholly evil. But God 
never leaves man to himself, and so salva- 
tion remains always possible for all who 
will accept it. 

(7.) The means of salvation are thus 
stated by the Fundamentalists: "Man is 
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justified by faith in the atoning blood of 
Christ. Result: supernatural regeneration 
from above" If this means that a man is 
saved by the mere recognition of the fact 
that Christ died for him, it is an entirely un- 
Scriptural and un-Christian statement. 
Christ told the lawyer that he would be 
saved if he loved God and his neighbor. He 
said again, "By this shall all men know that 
ye are my disciples, if ye have love one to 
another." Indeed as far back as the time 
of the prophet Micah it could be said, 
"What doth the Lord require of thee, but to 
do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk 
humbly with thy God?" In other words, 
mere recognition of a truth, however vital 
that truth may be, can have no redeeming 
power. Man is what he believes "in his 
heart" ; but such belief is shown, not by his 
words but by his works. 

It is true, on the other hand, that good 
works alone do not redeem man, and that 
he may do good works from entirely unre- 
generate motives. God alone can save man, 
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and He does this as man, looking to Him, 
tries to live as He would have him, both in 
act and thought and motive. Salvation is 
thus "from above" in that without God no 
man can be saved. But it is also "from 
within," as say the Modernists, because re- 
generation is the growth and development 
of the "better nature" which God put and 
keeps within us, yet which really is not ours 
but His. Regeneration or salvation is thus 
"supernatural," and still wholly normal and 
according to God's laws, since for this pur- 
pose man was made in the beginning. 



The fact is that the real fundamentals of 
Christianity are less narrow and less com- 
plicated than our friends would have us 
think. They are quite few and simple, yet 
the study and the practice of them will give 
occupation to the thoughts and lives of men 
through all the ages. Swedenborg, in his 
work on "The Divine Providence," says 
(n. 259) : "There are three essentials of the 
Church, an acknowledgment of the Divine 
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of the Lord, an acknowledgment of the holi- 
ness of the Word, and the life that is called 
charity." And he adds, "If the Church had 
held these three as essentials it would not 
have been divided, but only varied by its 
intellectual dissensions, as light varies its 
color in beautiful objects and as contrasting 
diadems give added beauty to a kingly 



crown." 



In recognition of this fact lies the hope 
of Christian unity and Christian progress. 
On this basis and on this alone can the Lord 
keep His promise and effect His Second 
Coming in the hearts and lives of men. 
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